This study longitudinally evaluated whether maturation and relative age interact with time during adolescence to differentially affect the development of anthropometric and fitness characteristics in junior rugby league players. Anthropometric and fitness characteristics of 81 junior players selected into the UK Rugby Football League's talent identification and development process were assessed over three consecutive occasions (i.e., Under 13s, 14s, 15s). Players were grouped and compared in relation to maturational status (i.e., Early, Average, Late) and relative age quartile (i.e., Quartile 1). Repeated measures MANOVA identified significant (p<0.001) overall main effects for maturation group, relative age quartile and importantly a maturation group by time interaction. Findings showed that the Early maturing group had the greatest anthropometric characteristics and medicine ball throw across the three occasions. However, the Late maturing group increased their height (Early = 5.0, Late = 10.3 cm), medicine ball throw and 60m sprint (Early = -0.46, Late = -0.85 s) the most throughout the 2 year period. Early (de)selection policies currently applied in talent identification and development programmes are questionable when performance related variables are tracked longitudinally. During adolescence, maturation status alongside relative age should be considered and controlled for when assessing athlete potential for future progression.
Introduction
The emphasis on the identification and development of 'talented' youth athletes is perceived to be crucial in the pursuit of sporting excellence , yet the ability to differentiate between an athlete's current adolescent performance and their potential for future progression, is complex . Traditionally, studies within youth sport (e.g., volleyball, Gabbett et al., 2007 ; soccer, Gil The effects of maturation and/or training are possible explanations why adolescent characteristics may not translate into adult performance (Malina, et al., 2004a) . For instance, anthropometric and fitness characteristics are influenced by the rate of growth and maturation (Philippaerts et al., 2006) and individuals can be (dis)advantaged on performance tasks when compared within chronological annual-age categories (Armstrong et al., 1998) . Similarly, later maturing boys are usually outperformed by their earlier maturing peers (Malina, et al, 2004a) , which has been demonstrated to lead to the over representative selection of relatively older (Cobley et al., 2009 ) and early maturing (Malina et al., 2004b; Sherar et al., 2007) players within competitive youth sport contexts. In the long term, this process may actually 4 be counterproductive, as it may exclude equally skilled individuals from developmental opportunities due to their delayed physical characteristics when compared to their age- 2010b; 2011a for more details). Talented junior rugby league players (aged 13-15 years) were selected to the Player Performance Pathway on three consecutive occasions. Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to longitudinally evaluate the impact of maturation status, relative age and time (and their interactions) on the development of anthropometric and fitness characteristics in junior rugby league players. 
Materials and Methods

Participants
Maturation (Age at PHV)
Maturation was assessed using an age at PHV prediction equation ( 
Statistical Analysis
Mean and standard deviation (SD) scores were calculated for all dependant variables (i.e., anthropometric and fitness characteristics) at each annual-age category (i.e., Under 13s, 14s & 15s) according to maturation group and relative age quartile. To examine significant differences and interactions over time between independent variables, repeated measures MANOVA analyses were conducted. Following multivariate analysis, Bonferroni pairwise comparisons were conducted to examine univariate effects between each dependant variable.
All analyses were conducted using SPSS 17.0 with effect sizes (η²) calculated and significance levels set at p<0.05. Table 2 shows the anthropometric and fitness characteristics at each annual-age category (Under 13s, 14s & 15s) according to relative age quartile (i.e., Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4).
Results
Maturation Group
MANOVA analyses identified significant overall main effects for relative age (F 45, 188 = 6.614, p<0.001, η 2 = 0.609) with significant differences found for chronological age ( 
Perspectives
The present study has demonstrated that maturation and relative age (alongside their interactions with time) affect the development of anthropometric and fitness characteristics during adolescence. Later maturing athletes appear to show more progression and 'catch-up' the early maturing player during adolescence over a two-year period. These development trajectories may continue into later adolescence and adulthood, questioning the validity of early (de)selection policies currently applied in youth sports talent identification, selection and development. The relatively younger and late maturing adolescent player, may exhibit an alternative developmental trajectory, which is undetectable using cross-sectional assessment, especially within chronological annual-age categories. However, due to current talent identification and selection systems emphasising an immediate short-term performance, the potential of these players may be hidden but may hold significant promise in longer-term attainment (senior adult performance). Therefore, one-off assessments and selection processes currently used within chronological annual-age groups in youth sport could repeatedly constrain (longer-term) individual sport participation and attainment. Instead, longitudinal assessments analysing the change in performance, considering both maturation status and relative age should be considered more appropriate. 
